Do the clinical competencies of musculoskeletal outpatient physiotherapists improve after they have participated in a bespoke in-service education programme designed around individual and service continuing professional development needs?
To determine whether the clinical competencies of musculoskeletal outpatient physiotherapists improve if they participate in an annual in-service education programme designed around clinical practice needs. A within-subject, without-control, experimental, pre-test post-test study. Clinical and educational facilities of Doncaster and Bassetlaw Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust and locality-based outpatient facilities. Participants were 37 specialist musculoskeletal outpatient physiotherapists (band 6 and 7), working for Doncaster and Bassetlaw Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust. Participants completed three separate modules of in-service education through an academic year, based on learning outcomes identified from observation and performance rating of their clinical competencies. Each module lasted 7 hours, with supporting clinical assistance sessions and self-directed learning time. The primary outcome measure was a (participant) performance rating (from novice to expert) of 20 clinical competencies scored by experienced clinical educators before and after completion of the in-service education programme. A secondary, qualitative outcome measure (a purpose-made, semi-structured questionnaire) given after the programme explored participants' experiences and perceptions of the in-service education programme. Seven competencies were identified as the focus of the programme because their performance ratings were the lowest. All seven of these competencies improved following the programme. Communication scores improved by 6%, clinical reasoning by 4%, functional analysis of movement by 6%, use of research in practice by 4%, and critical appraisal of evidence by 4.6%. Performance of structural differentiation and the range of manual handling skills demonstrated were the only competencies to show a statistically significant improvement of 14.6% and 12%, respectively (p≤0.025(. Thematic analysis of the questionnaires revealed that 96% of respondents felt that their practice had changed positively over the year because of the programme. Providing a structured and bespoke in-service education programme over an academic year may help to improve the rating of clinical competencies and give participants the perception that their clinical practice has changed because of the programme.